Netvort:  Parshas Ki Sisa 5769     The Antidote

By Rabbi Joshua (therapeutically known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

The central focus of Parshas Ki Sisa is, of course, the sin of the golden calf, or eigel ha-zahav, and its aftermath. However, it is preceded and followed by several other topics, all of which need to be understood in their relationship to the Parsha's central incident. I would like to examine the topic which immediately precedes the account of the eigel, which is a section discussing the observance of Shabbos, and suggest several connections between this mitzvah and the account which follows it. 

One possibility is that the observance of Shabbos serves as an atonement for the worship of idolatry. There is actually a dispute in the Talmud (Sanhedrin 63a) and subsequently among the classic Torah commentators whether the worship of the eigel actually constituted idolatry. In any case, the Talmud says that if someone observes Shabbos, even if he worshipped idols as was done in the generation of Enosh, his sins are forgiven. Rashi, in his Torah commentary (Shemos, 31:a), says that the people desired many gods, and thus seems to say that they actually did worship idolatry. If we understand their sin in this way, then perhaps the idea of the atoning power of Shabbos is that Shabbos observance is a recognition of the fact that G-d alone created the universe and controls it, contradicting the idolatrous belief that multiple forces control the world. Perhaps that is why the section on Shabbos preceding the account of the eigel ends with this very fact, that Shabbos is a sign that God created the world in six days and rested on the seventh day (Shemos, 31:17). According to the Ramban, the sin of the eigel did not consist in actual idol worship. Rather, in the absence of Moshe, the people felt they needed a leader who would speak to them and guide them, as Moshe had done. They believed that God would speak to them through the golden calf, and provide them with the guidance they needed.  What was then wrong with what they did?  Perhaps we can suggest that this plan of action had the potential of leading to actual idolatry, similar to what happened in the generation of Enosh, which, according to the Rambam, began by simply giving honor to the heavenly bodies such as the sun and moon as agents of G-d, and ended up turning the means into an end and worshipping these heavenly bodies themselves. On Shabbos, we focus our attention on the fact that God alone created the universe, and, moreover, deepen our connection with Him, and feel no need for an intermediary to make that connection for us. Shabbos is thus mentioned before the sin of the eigel in the tradition of G-d providing the cure before the onset of the sickness, just as the choice of Esther as queen is mentioned in Megillas Esther directly before the account of Haman's rise to power. 

Perhaps we can add, according to the Ramban, another somewhat related connection between Shabbos and the sin of the eigel. The Ba'al HaTurim on Parshas Tetzaveh, notes that Moshe's name does not appear in that entire Parsha, the first time since the account of his birth in Parshas Shemos that this occurs. He explains that this is because Moshe, when pleading for the people after the sin of the eigel, said that if God would destroy them, He should erase him from the Torah. Even though God acceded to Moshe's request to preserve the nation, his request to be removed from the Torah was fulfilled in some measure by the omission of his name from Parshas Tetzaveh.  Using kabbalistic terminology and a Chassidic conception of the tzaddik, Rabbi Avrohom Mordechai of Gur writes, in his Imrei Emes, that when Moshe asked God to erase his name from His book, he was actually asking for Him to give the nation the ability to relate to him and draw from his spiritual strength even when he was absent from the scene. According to this explanation, Moshe must have realized that the people's feeling of dependence on him was what led to their worship of the golden calf, and he therefore asked that they be able to connect with him, and through him to G-d, under all circumstances. I would like to offer a variation of this explanation that will, hopefully, resonate for the non-Chassidim among us, and provide us with another connection between Shabbos and the sin of the golden calf, as well.   

Actually, one can argue that Moshe's abilities came from the Jewish people. Rabbi Mordechai Gifter writes, in his Pirkei Torah, that any special quality that exists among one group of Jews comes from the Jewish people itself. That is why, toward the beginning of Parshas Tetzaveh, when it came time to appoint Aharon, G-d told Moshe to "bring near Aharon and his sons from among the children of Israel." (Shemos 28:1). Why, asks Rabbi Gifter, was it necessary to note that Aharon should be brought from among the children of Israel?  Who else would he be brought from - the Egyptians? Rather, the point is that Aharon drew his spiritual distinction from the nation itself. I once heard the late Rabbi Joseph Babad, Dean of Students at Skokie Yeshiva, explain an enigmatic midrash on the words in Tehillim (114:3), "the Yam (sea) saw and fled." in a similar way. The Midrash says that what the sea saw and led it to split was the Beraisa of Rabbi Yishmoel. This refers to the Talmudic teaching which enumerates the thirteen hermeneutic principles on the basis of which Biblical verses are expounded. Dr. Babad explained that one of these principles is that anything which is included a general category and then singled out from that category to teach something, is not singled out to teach only about itself, but to teach something about the category in general. In the context of the Midrash, this means that Moshe arose from among the Jewish people, and so reflected on the greatness of the Jewish people themselves. Thus, what the Yam saw was Moshe, but in the context of the principle of the beraisa, it saw him as a product of and reflection on the Jewish nation, and saw it fit to split before such a great nation. The nineteenth century English writer, Thomas Carlyle, devoted a book to the question of whether leaders make nations or nations make leaders. Based on his study of many historical figures, he concluded that it is the leader who makes the nation. The Midrash however, according to Dr. Babad's explanation, is telling us that our greatest spiritual leader, Moshe, drew his strength from the nation. Perhaps this is also the meaning behind the Rambam's statement in his Laws of Teshuvah that every Jew has the potential to be as righteous as Moshe. 

Perhaps, then, when Moshe asked that his name be erased from the Torah in wake of the sin of the eigel, did so because he felt that the people had become to dependent on him, and lost sight of their own ability to connect with God. Moreover, he wanted them to realize that his own abilities in this area were drawn from them. Parshas Tetzaveh was chosen for this message because, as we have seen, that is where this notion is taught in regard to Aharon. On Shabbos, as we have seen, each Jew has the opportunity to focus on his own connection with God, and thereby reinforce the teaching the message that Moshe taught them by having his own name removed from one section of the Torah. In this way, the underlying factor that led to the sin of the eigel, the absence of Moshe from the scene and the consequent feeling of helplessness in relating to God that permeated the nation, can be alleviated. 


Correction: In the Purim edition of Netvort, I referred to the Ari as Rav Yitzchak Ashkenazi. Actually, his name was Rav Yitzchak Luria. However, some have explained that Ari is an acronym for Ashkenazi Rav Yitzchak, so what I wrote was, in the spirit of Purim, a case of 'venahafoch hu,' turning things around. 
The entire staff of Netvort wishes a joyous remainder of the month of Adar to everyone out there in Netvortland. 


